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New Testament Foundations
for Preaching by the Non-Ordained
SANDRA SCHNEIDERS , l.H.M.

The question of the bearing of New Testament material on
the issue of preaching by the non-ordained is both very important and very complex. Unless we formulate the question itself
with great precision, we risk a discussion that might be edifying,
even illuminating, but, in the long run, useless in dealing with
the urgent pastoral problem that gave rise to this colloquium,
namely, the need to ground, biblically and theologically, the extension of the ministry of liturgical preaching to the nonordained.
Consequently, in the first part of this paper I will attempt to
clarify the question itself, as I understand it. Then I will discuss
the question of methodology in the use of the New Testament
material to deal with the question. Third, I will discuss the New
Testament material that I consider most relevant to the question
and most likely to foster the development of a fruitful response .
In the second part of the paper, I will "launch out into the
deep," so to speak, in an attempt to lay some New Testament
foundations for a more adequate theology of preaching than
that which undergirds the current discipline.

I.

THE HISTORICAL QUESTIONS

A. The Question
As you are undoubtedly aware, canon 766 of the revised
Code of Canon Law, promulgated by Pope John Paul II on
January 25, 1983, does not exclude all preaching by lay people.
60
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It excludes the unordained only from the preaching of the homily during the Eucharistic liturgy. In this respect, it is less stringent than its predecessor, canon 1342 of the former Code, which
expressly forbade any preaching in the Church by lay persons,
even religious.
Presumably, canon 766 of the revised Code will not cancel
the exception, granted in 1973, allowing for a dialogue homily
or for someone other than the ordained to give the homily in
liturgies celebrated with children. 1 These details are important if
we are to formulate the question honestly as well as precisely. If
the non-ordained can, in some cases - for example in liturgies
with children- legitimately preach, then there is no intrinsic
reason, that is, no reason pertaining to the very essence of
preaching or of its relationship to the Eucharistic liturgy, that requires that it be done by the ordained. We are dealing with a
disciplinary arrangement, and we can legitimately inquire why
this discipline is deemed necessary or desirable.
It may have been the case in times past, especially when few
people were literate, much less trained in the sacred sciences,
that the restriction of preaching to the ordained was both wise
and necessary, since only those with a clerical education would
be competent for this ministry. Today, especially in countries
like our own, there are large numbers of non-ordained Catholics
who are not only adequately trained in the sacred sciences but
better trained than the average clergyman. Thus, the requirement of competence in the preacher is not the reason for the
prevailing discipline. Since all males in the Church, whether
celibate or married, are eligible for ordination, either to the presbyterate or to the diaconate, and all women in the Church are
excluded from both, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that
the present legislation restricting liturgical preaching to the ordained is tantamount to excluding women from this ministry.
Our question, then, in the first part of this paper, is actually
twofold: first, whether women should be excluded from
liturgical preaching; second, whether liturgical preaching should
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be restricted to the ordained, no matter who is eligible for ordination now or at any time in the future. Once we have responded to these preliminary questions, we will proceed to the
more important question, namely, what are the real biblical
foundations for the ministry of preaching and what does reflection on this material suggest to us as individuals and as an ecclesial community?
B. Method
Before dealing substantively with the questions before us, it
is necessary to raise the question of method. Obviously, the
New Testament, which does not tell us anything about ordination or about who presided or preached at Eucharistic liturgy,
does not provide a straightforward answer to our questions
about the exclusion of women from preaching or the restriction
of this ministry to the ordained. If the New Testament is to function at all in our inquiry, it must be in some less direct fashion.
Basically, there are two approaches to the text that one might
take in addressing questions of this type to the New Testament.
The first is what I might call historical fundamentalism. It attempts to find texts which, taken in isolation from their literary
and historical contexts, seem explicitly to answer the questions
raised or support answers already formulated. Thus, a literal appeal to the reference in 2 Tim 1:6 regarding Paul's laying hands
on Timothy would be adduced to prove that Paul ordained his
successors to the episcopacy. 2 Or a similar appeal to the text in 1
Cor 14:34-35 about women keeping silence in the churches
would be brought forward as a prohibition in perpetuity of any
oral liturgical participation by women. Needless to say, this fundamentalistic approach to the New Testament is, at best, scientifically suspect.
The second approach is a historically responsible theological
interpretation of the data. The first task in such an approach is a
strictly historical one - the effort to find out what was actually
done and taught in the earliest Christian communities that might
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have a bearing on our contemporary questions. We must raise
questions about when and how Church order developed, what
offices evolved in various communities and how the roles of the
officeholders were understood, and how office was related to
ministry. 3 We need to ask whether women were restricted from
exercising certain ministries, and if so, why. Were such restrictions universal? Did they arise from theological or purely
cultural considerations? And were the reasons then adduced for
such restrictions valid either for their own time or for later ages?
However, once we have unearthed all the historical data that the
text, critically investigated within its cultural and literary context, can yield, we must go on to the much more difficult question of how to apply those data to the contemporary situation.
Here again scholarship is divided . There are those who
would insist that the earliest Christian communities are a blueprint for the later Church. 4 Everything done in the New Testament period must, or at least can, be replicated today; nothing
really new is legitimate. Not everyone who espouses this position is literalistic or reactionary. Much of the effort that has
gone into showing, from the New Testament text, that women
were called to apostleship by Jesus is motivated by the conviction that if this can be shown to be the case, the Church would
no longer have an argument for excluding women from holy
orders. This conviction is the counterpoint to the same approach
used by Church officials who initiated the discussion by claiming that if Jesus did not call women to apostleship, the Church
can never ordain women. 5
In my opinion, this approach to the historical material in the
New Testament is inadequate. The real question is not whether
such or such a thing was done or not done by Jesus or the early
Church but why. Only if we can establish that something was
done or taught for sound theological reasons that continue to
obtain today can a practice and teaching enshrined in the New
Testament be considered normative for us. We are not called to
slavish mimicry of first-century thought and practice, even that
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of Jesus, but to put on the mind of Christ, who , under the impulse
of the Spirit and in obedience to his Father, gave himself up for
us and incorporated us into his divine filiation and salvific mission so that we might extend God's love to the ends of the earth .
But, one might ask, what is the purpose of historical investigation of the New Testament data if one is not going to
apply it literally and normatively to the present? In my opinion,
the usefulness of the historical data, though limited, is quite real.
First of all, it is the facts we uncover that orient us correctly to
the significant questions that relate to our present concerns. Discovering, for example, that the New Testament does not tell us
anything about ordination or about any office of Eucharistic
presidence in the early Church should alert us to the fact that
there are far more important considerations concerning Eucharist than the office of the presider and that our preoccupation
with that question is perhaps excessive if not wrong-headed. 6
Secondly, the historical facts can help to relativize convictions that have been erroneously absolutized in the course of our
long history as an institution. The discovery, for example, that
the New Testament witnesses to a variety of ways of organizing
local churches should open our minds and hearts to genuinely
ecumenical approaches to Christian communities that are not
episcopal in structure. All of this amounts to saying that the
establishment of historical data is a very important but preliminary step in the process of bringing the New Testament data to
bear upon contemporary questions.
The second step is the use of the historical data in the difficult
task of theological interpretation in which a genuine fusion of
horizons, that is, of our contemporary horizon with the horizon
of the earliest Christian experience, takes place. 7 Within this
newly established horizon we must raise our own questions and
find our own answers, answers that will be in living continuity
with the revelation to which the Bible witnesses because they are
articulated within the tradition that embraces the entire Christian experience from New Testament times to our own day .
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C. New Testament Data
Let us turn now to our first two questions: On the basis of
New Testament data, should women be excluded from liturgical
preaching, and should liturgical preaching be restricted to the
ordained?
There are two possible New Testament bases for the exclusion of women from preaching. The first is the specific injunction of Paul that women must keep silence in the churches. The
second is the general competence assigned to Church authority
to regulate Church life and order, including the exercise of the
ministry. On the first basis, women would be excluded from
preaching because they are women, and thus there could be no
appeal from the prohibition. On the basis of the second, the prohibition would be valid only if it is a proper exercise of Church
authority and would be in effect only as long as the competent
officials wished to maintain it. Obviously, the first is the more
serious in theory, even though the second might be equally intractable in practice.
It is hardly necessary to cite the famous text from 1 Cor
14:336-35:
As in all the churches of the saints, the women should keep silence
in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should
be subordinate, as even the law says. If there is anything they
desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is
shameful for a woman to speak in church.

or 1 Tim 2:11:
Let a woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I permit no
woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep
silent.

These texts have been repeatedly exegeted in the past few
years, and I do not wish to repeat this work. I will merely indicate, first from a negative and then from a positive perspective,
why these texts cannot be used to substantiate the exclusion of
women today from the ministry of the Word in general and/ or
from liturgical preaching in particular.
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There are several important negative considerations. The
first is that scholarship has fairly well established that the text in
1 Cor 14:33-35 has been interpolated into the authentic Pauline
epistle from 1 Tim 2, a pastoral epistle generally recognized as
post-Pauline and much more within the Jewish tradition. 8 In
other words, we are not dealing with two witnesses to the same
tradition but with a rather late prohibition that probably is not
traceable directly to Paul.
This conclusion seems even more likely when we consider
the context within which the Corinthian text occurs. In chapter
11 of the same epistle, in the context of his remarks about proper
behavior in the liturgical assembly, Paul insists on the wearing
of head covering by women when they pray and prophesy (1
Cor 11:5). As Andre Lemaire points out, this reference seems to
indicate rather clearly that women not only spoke in the liturgical assembly but, since prophets, as we know from other early
texts such as the Didache, 9 offered the Eucharistic prayer and
gave what we today call the sermon or homily, women prophets
might well have filled these roles. 10
In any case, Paul both knew about and approved of women
speaking in the churches and indeed exercising both of the essential speaking roles in the liturgy: prayer and prophecy. Consequently, the prohibition of women's speaking in the churches
three chapters later is either a flat self-contradiction or, much
more probably, an interpolation by a later hand intending to
limit the freedom women exercised, with Paul's approval, in the
Corinthian church and to bring that community into line with
the more restrictive practice of communities of the Jewish tradition.
This leaves us with only the passage from 1 Timothy. The
concern of the Pastoral Epistles with Church order and organization is well known. 11 This does not negate their importance for
us, but it does place them in a different relationship to our
theological reflections. The major concern of the chapter in
which the prohibition of female preaching occurs is that the
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members of the Christian community give no offense to the surrounding society. The author wants the community to be seen as
non-controversial so that "we may lead a quiet and peaceable
life" (1 Tim 2:2). The freedom claimed and exercised by Christian women could well attract scandalized attention to the community in a society in which women had no public functions and
were considered legal minors. 12 The desire that Christian women
not seem to be violating cultural restrictions is essentially no different from the injunctions in the same epistle that Christian
slaves should be content with their station and not seek either
freedom from or equality with even Christian masters (cf. 1 Tim
6:1-2). There is no more reason for us to regard the restriction of
women from public functions, including preaching, as normative in perpetuity than for us to regard slavery as a divine institution.
Finally, there is the question of the theological rationale
given by the author of 1 Timothy for the injunction that women
keep silence in the churches. The epistle claims that women must
be forever subservient to men because Adam was created first
and also because Eve was deceived by the devil. This is a classic
example of a kind of reasoning not uncommon in the Scriptures
but which cannot be credited in our own times nor allowed to
determine our attitudes or practice.
As Phyllis Trible has so well demonstrated in her book God
and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, 13 Adam in the story of creation is
not presented as the first male but as the human creature prior to
the differentiation of the sexes. Even if the Genesis account were,
as 1 Timothy assumes, a literal historical account of creation which it is not - it is neither the case that man was created before
woman nor that any natural superiority was thus accorded him.
Despite a long history of patriarchal exegesis using this text to
justify the subordination of women to men, it is simply false to
claim that the Genesis text itself presents Eve as more responsible
for the Fall than Adam. 14 Both were deceived, both transgressed,
and both were equally held responsible by God. The author of
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1 Timothy may have been convinced of his reasoning and thus
of his conclusion to a perpetual inferior status for women. I am
not convinced that he was not doing what preachers throughout
history have done - attempting to establish the fittingness of
painful restrictions or impositions by grounding them in the
divine plan.
In any case, what we are dealing with in the passage from 1
Timothy and the version of it we find in 1 Cor 14 is a disciplinary regulation that forbade women to speak in church or to
teach or exercise authority over men. The real reason for the
prohibition was ecclesiastical expediency- the felt need to keep
the Christian community from appearing socially deviant in a
potentially repressive cultural and religious situation. The theological reasoning given to shore up the policy is faulty in itself
and, in my opinion, cannot be used to ground contemporary
policy and practice.
To conclude this consideration, we must say that in all probability women did pray and prophesy, that is, they did the
equivalent of preaching in the liturgical assemblies of some of
the earliest churches, and Paul, at least, approved of it. Somewhat later, for understandable reasons of expediency, this
freedom of women was retrenched in some churches and eventually in all of them. The repressive discipline applied to women
in this matter is no more normative for us today than the command that slaves be subservient to their masters (Eph 6:5), that
men wear their hair short (1 Cor 11:14), or that women have
their heads covered in church (1 Cor 11:5-10).
Let us turn now to the second possible justification for the
contemporary exclusion of women from preaching, namely, the
juridical argument. The classic passages from the Gospels,
namely Matt 16:18-19, in which the primacy is conferred on
Peter along with the power of binding and loosing, and Matt
18:18, in which the power of binding and loosing is conferred on
the Christian community in the person of Jesus' earthly disciples,
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are legitimately invoked as justifications for an exercise of selfregulation by the Church acting through her properly appointed
leaders.
In 1 Corinthians we see Paul exercising apostolic authority in
relationship to the community's liturgical practices. He raises
both procedural and substantive objections to the behavior of
the Corinthians in regard to Eucharist. He insists on proper attire and grooming on the part of both men and women, including a decent respect for gender differences, 15 especially on
the part of those taking public roles in the liturgy (1 Cor
11:2-16); in chapter 14 he gives authoritative instructions about
good order in the liturgical assembly, limiting the number of
people who are to speak and insisting that they do so one at a
time and that what is said be either intelligible in itself or properly interpreted. In 1 Cor 11:17-34 Paul addresses the much
more serious issues of charity in the community, sobriety in celebration, and personal moral conversion as absolute necessities
for the proper celebration of the Lord's Supper.
In summary, the New Testament certainly grounds the
legitimacy of ecclesiastical authority and its proper function not
only of recalling Christians to substantive theological fidelity to
the meaning of the Eucharist but also of regulating even the
practical details of dress, behavior, and roles in the liturgy.
The question we have to ask today is the following: Does this
legitimate authority have any limits? Does it authorize ecclesiastical authorities to forbid, in perpetuity, all exercise of certain Spirit-conferred ministerial gifts by an entire group of the
faithful for theologically irrelevant reasons such as sex?
Paul did not consider it incumbent upon him to forbid the exercise of any of the charisms possessed by his enthusiastic Corinthian converts. He insisted that these gifts be exercised in an
orderly manner and that their exercise never infringe on charity.
But it seems never to have occurred to Paul to try to bind the
Spirit. It was particularly in regard to the Word of God that Paul
considered all Christians, by their very calling, to be gifted. As
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he says to the Colossians: "Let the word of Christ dwell in you
richly, as you teach and admonish one another in all wisdom,
and as you sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs with
thankfulness in your hearts to God" (Col 3:16). 16 The references
to the word, singing of hymns, and thanksgiving in this passage
suggest that Paul is speaking of the liturgical assembly. But
whether he was referring to the Eucharistic assembly in this
passage or not, it is clear that he does not make any distinctions
among Christians in regard to their responsibility to proclaim
the Word.
As we have already seen, the restriction of women in 1 Tim 2
was culturally motivated, despite the rather flimsy attempt to
justify it by an appeal to Genesis. But the very fact that the
sacred author felt compelled to justify the injunction in religious
terms suggests that he was aware that he was restricting the
rights of female Christians and undermining the freedom they
had enjoyed up to this point in sharing in the ministry of the
Word.
The early Church had a profound sense of the liberty of the
Holy Spirit to do new things. The Spirit inspired the admission
of the Gentiles to the faith without their submission to the Law
of Moses (Acts 11:1-18). The Spirit called a ferocious persecutor
of the Church to become a vessel of election for the preaching of
the gospel (Acts 9:1-19) . And the Spirit called women as well as
men to exercise various ministries in the Church (see the list of
women ministers in Rom 16 as well as in various places in Acts) .
The guiding principle was that the action of the Spirit was free
and sovereign and that the Spirit was not to be quenched, but
that everything, especially the exercise of prophecy, was to be
tested so that the good might be cherished (1 Thess 5:19) .
In other words, Christian freedom has a very real priority
over ecclesiastical jurisdiction. The one who would restrict the
freedom of a Christian has to have very good reasons for doing
so, and the only such reasons we find in the New Testament are
that freedom has become license resulting in immorality, that a
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modified restriction is necessary to ensure order, or that the exercise of a certain freedom would scandalize others. Nowhere do
we find that Church authorities can canonize their personal prejudices against certain groups (indeed, the Gentile question is a
stunning rejection of such an attempt) or disenfranchise them in
the exercise of their Christian freedom or the gifts that the Spirit
has bestowed upon them.
In summary, then, there are no convincing New Testament
grounds, either theological or jurisdictional, for the exclusion of
women as a group from liturgical preaching. On the contrary,
there are excellent grounds for regarding such a restriction as a
serious abuse of legitimate authority by those holding office in
the Church .
It is even more enlightening, I think, to approach this issue
positively. Are there any grounds in the New Testament for
claiming that not only should women not be hampered from
preaching but they should be positively encouraged to exercise
this ministry? I think that there are.
The most significant evidence from the Gospels is found in
the Gospel of John.17 Two incidents, that of the Samaritan
woman and the Easter appearance to Mary Magdalene, strongly
suggest not only that women were called to the ministry of the
Word (which is the essence of the vocation to apostleship in the
language of the non-Johannine traditions) in John's community
but that this vocation was understood to have been entrusted to
women by the will of Jesus himself. The Samaritan woman, who
brought her neighbors to Jesus by her proclamation of his
messiahship (John 4:1-42) , and Mary Magdalene, who received
the first Easter christophany and was commissioned by the Risen
Lord to announce the kerygma to the assembled disciples (John
20 :11-18), are indisputable examples of women called to preach
the Word . 18 One preached the gospel to the as yet unconverted
and brought them to Jesus; the other announced the resurrection
gospel to the believing community.
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In the Acts of the Apostles and in the Pauline literature, we
have several references to the exercise of the official ministry of
the Word by women. There were women prophets, such as the
daughters of Philip (Acts 21:9) and those mentioned in 1 Corinthians, as already noted. We know from the Didache that the
prophets preached in the Eucharistic assembly and proclaimed
the Eucharistic prayer. We have no reason to think that this activity was restricted to male prophets.
We have also the example of Prisca, who with her husband,
Aquila, catechized the learned Apollos (Acts 18:24-26). And if,
as has been suggested often enough, the lounias (Junias) of Rom
16:7 is a female, we have an acknowledgme nt by Paul of a
woman apostle, indeed one who was "foremost" among the
apostles. 19
Phoebe, the deacon of the church of Cenchreae, is not only a
possible historical argument for the ordination of women to the
diaconate but a historical example of a woman leader of a local
church, a role that quite probably included preaching, especially
in the Corinthian setting. 20
In short, the Gospel of John attests to both the vocation of
women to the ministry of the Word and their effective fulfillment of that vocation. The Acts of the Apostles attests to
women prophets. The Pauline letters provide us with clear historical examples of women exercising the ministry of the Word
as teachers and prophets. The threefold ministry of the Wordapostleship, prophecy, and teaching-was not restricted to men
in the New Testament period. We can legitimately raise the
question of whether the gradual retrenchment of women's participation in that ministry does not represent the very opposite
of the development of doctrine. Are we not dealing here with a
falling away from the gospel, historically understandable
perhaps, but no longer tolerable as we come to see how contrary
to the gospel the repression of women's Christian identity and
mission is, and how harmful to the Church's pastoral ministry
the exclusion of women's charisms actually is?
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We can now look very briefly at our second question. Even if
women could be ordained, thus abolishing the issue of women's
exclusion from preaching, are there good New Testament
grounds for restricting preaching to the ordained?
In a sense, we have answered that question. We have already
seen that various forms of the ministry of the Word were considered gifts of the Spirit, given to whomever the Spirit chose to
give them and endowing the recipient with freedom of speech in
the Christian assembly. Although by the time of the Pastoral
Epistles we see a tendency to deny this freedom to women, there
is no suggestion that. this restriction had anything to do with the
holding or not holding of community office. Indeed, as Raymond Brown points out, 1 Timothy may well suggest that
women were deacons and perhaps even presbyters in the Church
of the Pastoral Epistles but not allowed to preach because of the
conviction of women's subordination to men. 21 Conversely, the
New Testament literature testifies abundantly to the exercise of
the ministry of the Word by numerous people of both sexes who
held no official posts in the Church.
However, as has already been mentioned, the fact that something was or was not done in the earliest Church does not settle
the question of whether it should be done today. The Christian
community gradually evolved several Church orders within
which various ministries were assigned to various offices. In a
relatively short time one Church order emerged as paradigmatic,
and eventually the Catholic pattern of the threefold hierarchy of
bishop, presbyter, and deacon became universal. This order was
retrospectively seen as divinely instituted and therefore unchangeable. 22
Although many today would question this conclusion and
would certainly question whether other Church orders developed in the non-Roman Christian communions should be declared contrary to or outside the divine will, 23 few would question that the development of Church order was necessary and
guided by the Spirit. However in need of reform the current in-
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stitution may be, institutional ization itself represents a legitimate exercise of the Church's capacity to bind and loose, to
agree on and effect its own organization for the pursuit of its
God-given mission in the world. This being the case, we must
honestly raise the question of whether or not, as part of its legitimate institutional ization, the Church has the right to restrict
the exercise of certain ministries to the incumbents of certain offices.
We must be clear in raising this question that we are talking
about the restriction of the exercise of ministries, not the denial
of the capacity for such ministry. As Richard McBrien aptly remarked during a recent colloquium, "Every Christian has the
power to do whatever the Church is responsible to do." But
radical capacity by baptism must be accompanied by personal
maturity and charismatic endowment if the ministry is to be exercised competently . And all ministries in the Church must be
carried out in good order. The assurance of competence and
order is achieved primarily by various kinds of "licensing," of
which ordination is one.
The question is not whether the Church can, and indeed
should, license to preach in the Eucharistic assembly only those
qualified to fulfill this ministry well. The question is whether it is
a legitimate exercise of this jurisdictiona l authority to refuse
even to examine the charismatic endowment and professional
competence of most of the members of the Church, in favor of a
purely juridical standard that cannot in principle guarantee
either the charismatic endowment or the professional competence of the preacher and that in practice has richly demonstrated its own inadequacy.
The people of God have a right to hear the Word of God
preached competently and effectively. This right has substantive
and practical priority over jurisdictiona l arrangement s, 24 the
more so when these latter represent, at best, pure clericalism that
has no foundation whatever in the New Testament and, at
worst, a thoroughly unchristian prejudice against women.
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In looking at these two questions - whether women should
be excluded from liturgical preaching and whether such preaching should be restricted to the ordained- we have reached two
conclusions. First, we can certainly establish that women were
not universally excluded from preaching in the early Church and
that when they were excluded, it was for non-theological
reasons. The New Testament presents women as called to the
ministry of the Word by Jesus himself and as exercising that
ministry effectively in the early Church. Nonetheless, we cannot
conclude that this historical data determines what Church practice in this regard must be in the contemporary Church. Similarly, we can establish that preaching was not restricted to any
particular group or office in the earliest communities but was regarded as a charismatic gift to be exercised by those called and
endowed by the Spirit. Nevertheless, we cannot prove that
restriction of this or any other ministry is illegitimate in the later
Church once a certain Church order has developed and been
vindicated by the historical experience of the people of God. The
passage from historical data to theological conclusions is not
mechanical.
Thus, our second conclusion: The New Testament data must
be used, not as so many weapons in the arsenals of opposing
parties, but as indications of the deep theological and spiritual
motivations that the Spirit has implanted in the Church. Among
these Spirit-given treasures are:
- a far-reaching Christian freedom that must not be trammeled except for the gravest and most profoundly theological reasons (see Acts 15:1-29);
- a radical equality and unity among the children of God in
Christ, in whom there are no distinctions based upon race,
social station, or sex (see Gal 3:28);
- the primordial right of the community to have the Word of
God preached to them in season and out of season by
those most competent through charism and preparation to
do so;
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- the utter incompatibility of Christian community experience with any form of clericalism that would introduce
relationships of superiority or domination into the family
of God (see Matt 23:1-12; Mark 10:42-45);
- the Church's capacity to institutionalize itself for the orderly pursuit of its mission, and the Spirit-inspired resistance to the tendency of the institution to prefer itself to
the mission.
It is these theological and spiritual characteristics of the Church's
experience that come to light in our examination of the historical
practices and teaching of the early Church and that guide us, not
in slavish imitation of first-century thought and behavior, but in
seeking the proper incarnation of these values in the cultural and
religious setting of our own time. In my opinion, the exclusion
of women from preaching at the Eucharist, as well as the restriction of such preaching to the ordained, represents a betrayal of
the gospel, not only because these regulations enshrine an antievangelical sexism and clericalism but also because they silence
many who are gifted and trained to preach, at a time when there
is truly a famine of the Word of God in the land.

II.

NEW TESTAMENT FOUNDATIONS FOR A THEOLOGY OF PREACHING

Let us turn now from the historical-theological question of
New Testament material related to the question of preaching by
the non-ordained and address the ultimately more significant
question: Is it possible to find in the New Testament foundations
for an adequate theology of preaching that would ground a
theologically responsible answer to the question of who should
preach in the liturgical assembly?
There is no doubt that, according to the New Testament, the
ministry of the Word is the central ministry of the Church . 25
This may be less than obvious to some Catholics who grew up at
a time when Catholics were discouraged from personal reading
of the Bible, when the reading and preaching of Scripture in the
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liturgy were seriously underemphasized, and when the sacraments were understood less as the proclamation of Good News
than as quasi-magical rites. But it is clear from the Gospels that
Jesus' own mission was to proclaim by word and deed the coming and presence of the reign of God (see Mark 1:14-15).
After his resurrection Jesus commissioned some of his disciples, namely, Mary Magdalene (John 20:17), the Twelve and
their companions (John 20:22-23; Matt 28:16-20), and finally
Paul (Gal 1:11-17) to announce the gospel, which now consisted
in the Good News that God's reign had come in Jesus the Christ.
As soon as the Spirit descended upon the community, Peter and
his companions began to announce the Good News to all who
had come to Jerusalem for the feast of Pentecost (Acts 2:1-42).
The first major internal conflict of the Church, recorded in Acts
6, concerned the refusal of the Jerusalem apostles to allow other
ministries, such as the distribution of alms, to distract them from
their primary ministry of preaching the Word. Paul understood
his vocation as a binding call to preach the gospel (e.g., Rom
1:1; 1 Cor 4:15; 9:16-17), and when he lists some of the ministerial gifts given to the community at Corinth, he ranks the
threefold ministry of the Word in the first place: "God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third
teachers" (1 Cor 12:28) .
We find the same testimony to the primacy of the ministry of
the Word in the Church's earliest catechism, the Didache, which
dates from the early second century. This document repeatedly
singles out prophets and teachers as the most essential ministers
in the community, even basing the reverence owed by the community to bishops and deacons on their participation in the
ministry of the prophets and teachers. 26 Even the strictures
against false prophets in this document testify to the prestige of
the prophetic ministry and the esteem in which it was held.
There is nothing arbitrary or mysterious in this clear priority
of the ministry of the Word as the foremost exercise of the
Church's mission. That mission is to be the herald, the sign, and
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the agent of the reign of God in this world 27 by evoking and sustaining faith in the God revealed in Jesus Christ and fostering the
community of those who share that faith as they strive to further
the reign of God on this earth. But faith comes through hearing,
and there can be no hearing of the Word of God unless it is announced (see Rom 10:14-15). Proclaiming the gospel, therefore,
is not one ministry among others but the central ministry to
which the others are ordered and which gives meaning to them.
Even the sacraments are, in essence, an effective proclamation of
the gospel by word and action. This is why, in the early Church,
it was the prophets, those whose ministry consisted in bringing
the gospel into direct and effective interaction with the life of the
community, who were recognized as the most appropriate persons not only to preach at the liturgy but also to offer the
Eucharistic prayer of the community. 28
The first and most fundamental form of the ministry of the
Word was apostleship, even though the term "apostle," as we
shall see, is not always used to describe the reality about which
we are speaking. The apostle was one who, like Jesus, was sent
to bring Good News to the poor. As the Father had sent Jesus
primarily to the lost sheep of the house of Israel, so Jesus sent his
disciples to proclaim the reign of God to all people, even to the
ends of the earth and of time (see Matt 28:18-20). This vocation
to apostleship, although not always designated by this term (for
example, those commissioned in Matt 28:16-20 are called "disciples"), entailed both the authority and the responsibility to call
people to faith by the proclamation of the gospel.
But almost immediately the ministry of the Word unfolded in
the Church into the threefold ministry of apostleship, prophecy,
and teaching. The apostle proclaimed the Word to those who
had not yet heard it. The prophet, speaking "in the Spirit,"
helped believers see the immediate relevance and impact of the
Word on their lives. The teacher undertook to lead believers into
the deep meaning of the Word so that its full significance could
be gradually assimilated and allowed to transform their minds
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and hearts according to the pattern of Christ crucified and
risen. 29
But because all forms of the ministry of the Word are rooted
in the fundamental vocation to apostleship, we can perhaps best
pursue our question about who is called to preach and according
to what criteria by addressing the question of the meaning and
criteria of apostleship in the New Testament.
The first apostle, as we have said, is Jesus, the one sent by the
Father (see John 3:16-17 and elsewhere) . The Gospels suggest, in
various ways, that Jesus, even during his lifetime, shared his
apostolic vocation with some of his followers. It is not the case,
as some would have us believe, that participation in Jesus'
apostolate was limited, during or after his lifetime, to the twelve
men whom Luke tells us Jesus named "apostles" (Luke 6:13) . The
Gospels tell us that many people participated in Jesus' ministry
of preaching by word and work, and that Jesus validated their
ministry in various direct and indirect ways. He is presented as
sending out the Twelve (Mark 6:7-13; Matt 10:1, 5-15; Luke
9:1-6) and later the Seventy-two (Luke 10:1-12) to preach and
work miracles in his name; he tacitly sends the Samaritan
woman to announce him to her townspeople and personally
brings her preaching mission to a successful conclusion (John
4:4-42) ; he restrains his jealous disciples from impeding the
miracle-working of a person who was not one of Jesus' immediate group by telling them that if the man was doing good in
Jesus' name, with or without explicit authorization from Jesus,
he was implicitly "for" Jesus (Mark 9:38-41) and should be left
alone. However, it was only after the resurrection that Jesus
directly commissioned certain chosen witnesses as apostles
charged with the mission now entrusted to the Church. These
original apostles involved some others in their apostolate during
the first generation of the new community's existence.
The post-resurrection picture of apostleship, however, is extremely complex. It is not necessary to repeat here the painstaking research of scholars such as Raymond Brown and C. K. Bar-
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rett, who have amply demonstrated how difficult, indeed impossible, it is to establish a univocal notion of apostleship in the
New Testament or to determine who, or even how many, were
recognized as apostles. 30 To summarize briefly, it is evident from
the New Testament that various sets of criteria for apostleship
functioned in the early Church. 31 Luke, in the Gospel but
especially in Acts, tends to limit apostleship to the twelve who
were the companions of Jesus during his earthly life, or at least
to accord them a kind of superior apostleship. 32
But even Luke must acknowledge the apostleship of Paul (see
Acts 14:4, 14), who had never known the earthly Jesus, although
Luke attempts to attach Paul's apostleship in some way to that of
the Twelve (Acts 9:27). Paul, who is utterly convinced of his
own apostleship, claims to have been appointed to this mission
by the glorified Christ who appeared to him on the road to
Damascus (1 Cor 9:1; Gal 1:1). He does not dispute the
apostleship of those called before him (Gal 1:17; 1 Cor 15:9),
and he recognizes the apostleship of some who were appointed
by or for the churches, such as Epaphroditus (Phil 2:25), Barnabas (Acts 14:14), Silas (Acts 15:40), and Andronicus and
Junias (Rom 16:7), but he claims that his own apostleship, while
not superior to theirs, is in no way inferior to (2 Cor 11:5; 12:11)
nor dependent upon theirs (Gal 1:16-17). As we shall see, it is
precisely this "independent" claim that makes the apostleship of
Paul a particularly useful locus for the determination of the
theological meaning of this vocation.
Although it is notoriously difficult for us to determine exactly who, or how many, among the first generation were considered apostles - and the claim was disputed even among the
apostles themselves and those to whom they preached- it is not
hard to understand why the issue of apostleship was so important. Apostleship was not an office in the early Church any more
than prophecy or teaching was. Apostleship was a personal
vocation to bear authoritative witness to that which one had
personally experienced, namely, the Christ-event in Jesus of
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Nazareth. The apostles were essentially those who had seen and
heard, and their witness was the norm of the faith of those
whom they evangelized. Their interpretation of the Christ-event
was the foundation and content of the Church's faith, and, conversely, it was the Church's recognition of the fidelity of their
witness to the reality of the event that established their credibility. The effort on the part of the first-generation apostles
themselves and of later generations to establish criteria for deciding who was an apostle and what was genuinely apostolic
teaching followed from these principles.
As the first generation of apostles, most importantly Paul,
Peter, James of Jerusalem, and John, died out, the question of
authoritative wjtness shifted from the question of personal apostleship to the question of apostolicity. In other words, the question became that of authoritative tradition. When direct appeal
could no longer be made to the eyewitnesses commissioned by
the Lord himself, how could the community be certain that the
witness given in later and changed circumstances was substantially identical with the original kerygma?
C. K. Barrett, in an admittedly somewhat simplified schema,
identifies three basic approaches to this task of discerning the
apostolicity of preaching and practice in the subapostolic
period. 33 We have some evidence of all three approaches in the
later writings of the New Testament itself.
The first approach is the personal one, which finds the locus
of apostolicity in the original apostles, the Twelve, according to
Luke, and Paul, according to the Pastoral Epistles . The true tradition goes back to these first apostles, and only that is apostolic
which conforms to the pattern of life and preaching that these
first apostles established.
The second approach is the ecclesiastical one, which appears
in Jude and 2 Peter. Official interpretation of the original witness
is uniform and universally binding, and anyone who departs
from the officially adopted teaching has departed from the
authoritative tradition. This approach necessarily minimized the
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pluralism and harmonized the conflicts of the first generation (2
Pet 3:15-17), insisted on the importance of lawful authority (2
Pet 2:l0a), and warned of the dangers to the faith posed by
private interpretation of the Scriptures (2 Pet 1:20) .
The third approach to the problem of apostolicity (we speak
here of the reality of authentic tradition and teaching, not of the
use of the vocabulary of "apostolicity," which seems to be deliberately avoided by the fourth Evangelist) is characteristic of
the Gospel and First Epistle of John. Barrett calls it the "theological" approach, for rather than being concerned primarily with
who carries or guarantees the tradition or how it is guaranteed,
this approach is concerned with the "nature of the apostolic
testimony, the authority inherent in it, and the transmission of
that authority."34 In other words, it is concerned with the intrinsic apostolicity of later preaching rather than with extrinsic
validation.
The later Church has retained all three approaches to the discernment of apostolicity but, unfortunately, has often tended to
rely more heavily on the more manageable external criteria than
on the intrinsic theological ones. The personal and ecclesiastical
approaches, unless subordinated to, and substantially informed
by, the theological approach, can easily lead to the equation of
genuine tradition with sheer repetition, the inability to discern
the work of the Spirit in new circumstances, and the tendency to
see office as the sole locus of true authority in the Church. What
I wish to suggest is that it is just such neglect of the theological
criteria of apostolicity, that is, of intrinsic authoritativeness in
the proclamation of the Good News, that can lead to the a priori
disqualification of certain persons or groups from preaching or
to the restriction of preaching to officeholders, regardless of genuine theological qualifications. Put very simply, when juridical
criteria supplant theological ones in the fundamentally theological matter of preaching and teaching, the ministry of the Word is
subverted and its authority undermined.
Let us, then, examine the more important New Testament
data on apostleship as they are understood by Paul and the re-
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ality of "apostolicity," that is, authentic tradition and teaching,
as it is presented by John. Paul, the most striking apostolic figure
of the first generation, was forced on more than one occasion to
defend his claim to apostleship because he lacked one of the
most evident external criteria, namely, association with the
earthly Jesus. Paul had to establish his vocation on other
grounds, and we, therefore, have some very explicit reflection,
from the Apostle himself, on the criteria of apostleship.
Paul cannot appeal to a historical link with Jesus, and he
refuses to allow his apostleship to depend on those who have
such a historical link (see Gal 1:16-20). Paul rests his claim on
three grounds. First, he was chosen and appointed by the glorified Christ who appeared to him on the road to Damascus (Gal
1:11-12). Second, he had assimilated the mystery he preached by
participating in the sufferings and dying of Jesus (2 Cor 1:3-5;
Phil 3:8-11) in such a way that he can validly exhort his hearers
to be imitators of him as he is of Christ (1 Cor 11:1). Third, his
preaching is effective, both positively in evoking faith in those
whom he converts and negatively in exposing the evil of those
who resist the Word (see 1 Cor 1:18; 9:2; 2 Cor 2:14-17; 3:1-3).
Apostleship is not validated by office, eloquence, intellectual
sophistication, or recommendation by others (see 1 Cor
1:10-2:5). It is validated intrinsically by its source in divine
vocation, its realistic rootedness in the paschal experience of the
apostle, and its effectiveness as Word of God.
When we turn to the Fourth Gospel, we are struck by the
similarity between John's approach and that of Paul, even
though John avoids the word "apostle." The fourth Evangelist,
drawing on the authoritative tradition of the Beloved Disciple,
who was, in all probability, not one of the Twelve though probably a companion and eyewitness of the earthly Jesus, 35 had
much the same problem at the end of the first generation of
Christian experience that Paul had at the beginning, namely,
how to establish the authenticity and authority of the community's tradition. Like Paul, the fourth Evangelist does not ap-
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peal to or for the approval of the Jerusalem apostles. Without
using the term, he claims independent apostolicity for the Beloved Disciple, the one who has seen and heard and borne a witness known to be true (see John 19:35; 21:20-24), thereby establishing an authentic tradition about Jesus and the meaning of
Christian discipleship as a response to the indwelling Lord.
John does not use the term "apostle," perhaps because by the
time this Gospel was written in the 90's the term had already
become identified with the Twelve. But he is very concerned
with the reality of apostolicity, that is, with the authority of the
community's tradition. John speaks not of "apostles" but of
"witnesses." Jesus is the first such witness, the one sent by the
Father to bear witness (John 1:18) in the world to what he has
seen and heard with God. Those who accept his witness see and
hear the Father in Jesus (John 14:9-11) and thus become, in their
turn, witnesses to Jesus (John 14:12; 15:27) . And those who accept their witness, those who hear Jesus' Word in that of his
disciples (John 13:20; 17:20), are in no way inferior to those first
eyewitnesses (John 20:29). On the contrary, all those who
believe in Jesus enter into communion with those who have seen
and heard and handled the Word of life (see 1 John 2:20-25) . The
authenticity of their experience of Jesus manifests itself in their
lives: in their loving others as Jesus has loved them in service
unto death (John 13:34-36; 15:12-14) and in their acceptance of
persecution and death after the pattern of Jesus' own mystery
(John 15:18-20).
The authenticity of their witness, like that of Paul, is tested
by its efficacy. If their word of witness to Jesus as Messiah and
Son of God draws others to Jesus as did the word of Andrew to
Peter (John 1:41-42), of Philip to Nathanael (John 1:45-47), of
the Samaritan woman to her townspeople (John 4:39-41), of
Mary Magdalene to the disciples (John 20:18), its validity is established, regardless of whether the preacher is one of the
Twelve or a later Christian, woman or man, repentant sinner or
Beloved Disciple. And, like Jesus' own word, the authoritative
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word of the true witness is a two-edged sword that will not only
convert the hearer of the truth but will also convict those who
are evil, leading them to persecute the witness (John 16:20) or to
leave the community of disciples, to which they never truly
belonged (see 1 John 2:19).
In summary, Paul and John are in essential agreement on the
theological criteria of apostolicity, that is, of the intrinsic
authority of the witness that the minister of the Word brings to
event through preaching. Neither appeals to institutional approval or personal historical qualifications such as earthly contemporaneity with Jesus or membership among the Twelve.
Both would have us locate apostolicity, that is, the being sent as
Jesus was to preach the Good News, wherever we find a call by
Christ to the ministry of the Word, personal assimilation to
Jesus in his paschal mystery lived out by participation in hisservice and suffering, and charismatic effectiveness in evoking faith
by bringing the Word to event in the lives of others. 36

CONCLUSION

Let me draw these reflections to a close with some conclusions that might have a bearing on the contemporary question of
preaching by the non-ordained. In the first part of the paper, I
tried to establish that the New Testament data does not support
the a priori exclusion of any group of Christians, such as
women, from any dimension of the ministry of the Word. On
the contrary, this data suggests that women were involved in
this ministry from the earliest days of the Church and that their
involvement was seen as willed by Jesus. Second, the New
Testament does ground the legitimacy of the ordering of
ministries in the Church by the competent authorities, but this
administrative activity is for the sake of effective proclamation
of the Word and is abused when it is used to limit unnecessarily
the freedom of Christians to exercise the gifts they have received
from the Spirit for the building up of the Church.
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In the second part of the paper, we explored the essential intrinsic qualification for authentic preaching, namely, the authority of apostolicity. We saw that the task of discerning apostolicity it not easy. Although institutional criteria can be useful, they
must not supplant the theological criteria of vocation, personal
assimilation of the mystery of Christ that one preaches, and the
gift of the Spirit (which must be cultivated through study and
prayer), enabling the witness to bring the Word to event effectively and to evoke the crisis of faith in the hearers.
It is abundantly clear to anyone observing the current ecclesial scene that those called to the ministry of the Word are not all
called to ordained ministry and that not all who are ordained are
gifted for the ministry of the Word. The central concern of those
who have responsibility for the ordering of ministry in the community must be that the Word not be bound or silenced for the
sake of human traditions, much less for the protection of titles
and first places in the assembly, but that the Word of God be
preached in season and out of season until the gospel has indeed
been proclaimed to every creature.
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